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SUMMARY OF SYSTEM IMPROVEMENT PLANNING

Appointed in December 2006 and chaired by the honorabie County Supervisor Mark W. Stone,
a broad-based 40 member System Improvement Plan (SIP) Steering Committee was charged
with overseeing the development and completion of the County Self Assessment and System
Improvement Plan.

To fulfill its charter and guide the process, the SIP Committee utilized three planning principles:
inclusion of a broad base of stakeholders in assessment and planning, transparency with
stakeholders, and commitment to comprehensive inquiry and planning. As a result, pariners
with different experiences, priorities, and perspectives joined together and shaped the
architecture of both the County Self-Assessment and our System Improvement Plan.
Collectively, this process has increased local understanding of the child welfare system,
enhanced community partnerships and created a dynamic model of inquiry and collaboration
that forms the foundation for ongoing system improvement.

The SIP Steering Committee included foster parents, relative caregivers, the Juvenile
Dependency Court Judge, the County Superintendent of Education, attorneys representing
minors and parents, County Counsel, Court Appointed Special Advocates, directors of
community service providers agencies, directors of Probation and of Children’s Mental Health
and Alcohol and Drug Programs in the County, as well as management and supervisory staff of
Family and Children’s Services (FCS). The Deputy Director of Human Services, the Human
Services Planning and Evaluation Unit, and managers from the Family and Children’s Services
Division were responsible for staffing the SIP Steering Committee in process development, data
collection, and product delivery.

A. Process

The SIP Steering Committee agreed to a one-year planning process with full committee
meetings heid monthly, and subcommittee and stakeholder meetings convened as needed.
The County Self-Assessment (CSA) was adopted by the SIP Steering Committee in September
2007, approved by the Board of Supervisors in Qctober 2007, and submitted to the California
Department of Social Services (CDSS) for approval in November 2007. After completing the
CSA, the Steering Committee worked diligently to develop a plan for system improvement.

Assessment (January 2007 —~ September 2007)

The initial phase of the planning process focused on increasing stakeholder understanding of
the Child Welfare System, identifying assessment questions, implementing the assessment, and
reviewing the findings. Human Services staff, Steering Committee members and consultants
collected data pertinent to answer the guestions that had been identified. Several methods
were used to collect information. First, a variety of writien and telephone surveys, as well as
focus groups were conducted to gather stakeholder input. Second, key informants and experts
from the local, state, and national level were enlisted to gather and analyze data. And finally,
Human Services staff conducted an analysis of existing data from the dynamic reports of the UC
Berkeley website and designed and completed an in-depth research study on the recurrence of
maltreatment in cur county.

For six months, each Steering Committee meeting focused on reviewing information that had
been gathered. Each presenter reviewed the findings and after group discussion and input,
Steering Committee members were asked {o adopt “*key findings”. The following presentations
were provided to the Steering Committee:
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Performance Qutcomes from AB 636 Measures, Aprit 2007

Child Welfare Decision Making, April 2007

Mental Health Services and the Child Welfare System, June 2007
Substance Abuse and the Child Welfare System, June, 2007

Probation and Child Welfare, July 2007

Education and Child Welfare, July 2007

Prevention in Santa Cruz County, July 2007

The Court and Child Welfare, July 2007

Recurrence of Maltreatment, August 2067

Resource Parent (Mail) Survey, September 2007

Service Array and Child Weifare, Service Provider Survey, September 2007
Family and Children’s Services Staff Survey, September 2007
Stakeholder Assessment: Resulis from Parents, Youth, Caregivers and
CASAs, September 2007

=  Quality Assurance in FCS, September 2007

Planning (October 2007 — February 2008}

Once the Steering Committee adopted the CSA in September, the focus was on the
development of the System Improvement Plan. Human Services staff and the SIP Steering
Committee translated the key findings from the assessment into goals and strategies for system
improvement.

The starting place for designing system improvement was categorizing the numerous key
findings from the assessment into thematic areas and clear goals. The findings fell under two
broad areas of system improvement needs: 1) providing a broad array of supports and services
to children, parents, and caregivers; and 2} promoting increased collaboration and
accountability. The findings were then used to develop goals and sirategies to address the
findings.

The SIP Steering Committee held subcommittee meetings, in addition to its regular meetings, to
identify and revise draft goals and strategies for system improvement. Smaller working groups
were also convened to develop and revise strategies in the areas of mental health, substance
abuse, education, and probation and develop focused strategies in each of these areas. The
SIP Steering Committee reviewed recommendations from each of the subcommittees and
revised the draft goals and strategies for the final plan.

Improvement Plans

Reflecting the personal commitments of the Steering Committee members to system
improvement, in January 2008 the Steering Committee adopted a six-year Community Plan
(Appendix A: Child Welfare Community System Improvement Plan). This community plan
includes strategies that will be implemented by all the partners who were part of the system
improvement planning, such as County Health, Probation and Education services, as well as
community based organizations. The SIP Steering Committee will provide ongoing monitoring
and oversight of the community-wide implementation.

A portion of this community-wide plan was selected by FCS to be included in the State System
Improvement Plan (SIP), which is discussed in the remainder of this narrative. These strategies
were included in the plan because they were highly relevant to the state’s outcomes and
systemic factors, were able to be defined in concise milestones, and were realistically
achievable in the three year period. Strategies included in the State Plan are strategies that
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address the three outcomes areas of safety, permanency and well being as well as five of the
seven systemic factors.

L FINDINGS THAT SUPPORT QUALITATIVE CHANGE

1. Data Collection Methods and Analysis

As specified in the Santa Cruz County Self — Assessment 2007, extensive information was
collected from key stakeholders in the child welfare system. Methods included telephone
interviews, on-line surveys, mailed surveys, focus groups, key informant collabarative groups,
and experts from the local, state, and national level were also enlisted to gather and analyze
data, as listed below.

« Three Telephone Surveys

o Al parents and guardians with a case that opened in the child welfare system
in 2005 or 2006 were part of the survey population, and offered a $25 gift
certificate for their time. 114 parents completed the telephone survey out of a
population of 295 (a response rate of 38%).

o All youth ages. 12-18 with an open case in 2005 or 2006 were surveyed and
offered a $25 gift certificate for their time. 124 youth out of 356 in the
population completed the interview (a response rate of 35%).

o All foster parents and relative caregivers who had a child placed with them
during 2005 or 2006 were surveyed. 131 caregivers out of 334 families in the
population responded (a response rate of 38%).

¢+ Two On-line Surveys

o All community and public agencies that serve child welfare families or foster
parents/relative caregivers were surveyed online. There was an 84%
response rate (26 out of 31 agencies).

o Al FCS social workers, supervisors, clerical staff, and managers were
surveyed with an online tool, with a response rate of 77%.

s  Two Mail Surveys

o All foster parents and relative caregivers that had a child placed with them in
2005 or 2006 were mailed an anonymous survey focused on issues in
training and collaboration and communication with FCS. 80 written surveys
were returned out of 347 (a response rate of 20%).

o Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) staff and volunteers were
surveyed on children’s needs, satisfaction with social workers, and
communication and coliaboration. 64 out of 120 responded {53%).

+ Local Key Informant Groups

o Four former foster youth attended a focus group where they were asked
about their current and past needs and views about the child welfare system.

County Probation Directors
County Children’s Mental Health and Alcohol and Drug Programs Directors
County Education Superintendent and Managers

Court Partners, inciuding Dependency Court Judge, Parents and Minors
Counsel, and County Counsel

o O 0 O
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o Key Experts in Specific Topic Areas

o Child Welfare Decision Making, Raelene Freitag Ph.D, Children’s Research
Center

o Substance Abuse Services and Child Welfare, Sid Gardner, Children and
Families Futures

o Children's Mental Health, Todd Sosna, Ph.D., California Institute of Mental
Health )

o Quality Assurance, Nancy Goodban, Ph.D., Consultant

2. Findings

Considerable amounts of data were coliected in the assessment. These data were examined by
staff.and Steering Commitiee members in the planning process and used to develop both the
community-wide plan for child welfare system improvement and the System Improvement Plan
that follows the narrative. Below is a discussion of the relevant findings that led to the
development of the System Improvement Plan organized by outcome area or systemic factor.

Safety

Survey and key informant data identified parent’s alcohol and drug issues as a major factor in
ensuring child safety. A majority of parents, participating in the telephone surveys, identified
substance abuse as one of the top two challenges they faced. Despite this high need, local key
informants reported that there was a dearth of substance abuse services for child welfare
parents. Parents who had difficulty accessing substance abuse services were parents with
children living in the home and parents with children ages three and over in out of home care.

In response to these findings, FCS will be partnering with Health Services Agency, Alcohol and

Drug Programs to expand the local Dependency Drug Court to parents with children of all ages

living in the home and with children ages three and over in out of home care. In addition, there

will be increased access to outpatient and inpatient evidence-based substance abuse treatment
and an enhancement to case coordination among the two systems.

Permanency

Multiple findings in the assessment pointed to a need for continued work on ensuring permanent
positive connhections for children. In January 2007, Santa Cruz placed about half of foster
children with all siblings and placed two-thirds with some or alt siblings. Placement of sibling
groups continues to be a high priority, however it is also a challenge because of the high cost of
housing and the difficulty of caregivers being able to afford a large enough home to place sibling
groups. Of those caregivers who participated in the telephone surveys, relative caregivers
compared to foster parents tended to take in sibling groups. Santa Cruz County has worked to
increase the rate of relative and non-relative extended family member (NREFM) placements,
and has made substantial progress. In January 2007, 47.6% of children were placed with
relatives compared to 36.6% in January 2004,

As a result of these findings, FCS plans to enhance its effort in promoting connections among
families with two key strategies, Family to Family and a Kinship Support Services Program
(KSSP). The Family to Family model of family and neighborhood centered system of foster care
will enable social workers to prevent out-of-nome placements, increase relative placements and
improve placement stability through the development of a team approach with caregivers,
parents, youth, and communities. The team approach will be further enhanced by the
development of a KSSP. Funding has been secured for the planning stage of 2a KSSP and a
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collaborative team including relative caregivers is currently carrying out the planning for this
program.

In addition, twa critical practice areas impacting permanency emerged in the assessment as
needing improvement. These were concurrent pianning and supervised visitation. Findings
related to these practices were:

« Inthe assessment youth who had at one time been removed from their parents were
asked about how they thought visits with their family could be improved. The majority
of these youth said the visits could be longer and half said they would have liked
more visits. In addition, one third of the youth said they would have liked a "better
person” to monitor the visits. The issue of supervised visitation is one that had been
selected by the SIP Steering Committee, the Courts, and the FCS staff as a key
issue in the system improvement planning. As outiined in the plan, research will be
done to identify best practices of supervised visitation, develop an evidence informed
jocal model, and implement a new model for supervised visitation.

« In the quality assurance component of the assessment it was identified that FCS had
been implementing concurrent planning in an unstructured manner, Based on these
findings, FCS developed a concurrent planning policy and procedure guide and is
currently training social workers, caregivers and other key stakeholders on these
procedures. Concurrent planning is a key aspect of achieving permanency for a child
and FCS will continue to work on internal communication, training and support of
caregivers, and monitoring the effectiveness of policies and protocols regarding
concurrent planning.

Child Well Being

Local key informant groups were convened to assess the well being of our child welfare
population and the adequacy of the services currently in place. Two important findings were
identified. It was found that there is not a systematic approach to mental health screening for
children ages 3 and over who are not removed from their homes (these families are receiving
Family Maintenance services). In addition, there is a lack of developmental and/or social-
emotional screening and assessment for children ages 0 to 3 In order to begin to screen these
children FCS will pilot test a developmental screening for young children and wil! systematically
screen for mental health issues for all children in Family Maintenance services. These
screenings will be implemented and data will be collected regarding the number of chiidren in
need of further assessment or treatment. These data will support advocacy and fund raising
efforts to expand mental health services for these children.

Service Array
Two areas of service are addressed in the State System Improvement Plan, educational
supports and housing. Findings related to these services areas were.

« Education was the number one challenge reported by youth ages 12-18 youth in the
child welfare system in the 2007 survey. Both parents and caregivers also reported
in telephone surveys their concerns about their child’s educational needs. Court
Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) reported a high ievel of unmet needs for
educational issues of youth involved in the child welfare system. Additionally in the
review of education, it was acknowledged by multiple stakeholders, that there is a
high level of need and limited services supporting education of chiidren in the child
welfare system. In order to begin to better address this need FCS will be working
with the Dependency Court to provide better oversight of children’s education,
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provide education to parents and caregivers on their education rights and how to
best advocate for children in the system, and work with the County Office of
Education to develop clear roles and responsibilities in implementing AB 490 and
document these roles and relevant protocols in a Memcrandum of Understanding.

+ Housing support was aiso cited as a service area in need of expansion in particular
for youth aging out of the foster care system. The focus group of former foster youth
highlighted this as a significant need. Therefore, expanding housing options for older
youth is a key component of the SIP.

Case Review System

The assessment produced many positive results regarding the case review system, however,
two areas in case planning emerged as needing enhancement. These were engaging
stakeholders in case planning and social worker casework compliance.

» The survey data suggested that overall parents and youth were satisfied with their
fevel of engagement with case planning, however the need for early engagement
was identified.

» Inthe quality assurance component of the assessment it was identified that policies
and protocols needed to be updated to ensure that all aspects of case work
documentation are completed in a timely manner. As outlined in the System
Improvement Plan, FCS will be utilizing SafeMeasures, a case management and
reporting system developed by the Chiidrer’s Research Center which includes
CWS/CMS and Structured Decision-Making (SDM) data, to ensure that all case work
documentation is being completed.

Foster and Adoptive Parent Recruitment, Certification, Licensing and Retention

Both of the surveys administered with foster and kin caregivers demonstrated that the majority
were satisfied with their social workers. However the results suggested a need to improve
overall communication with caregivers and to provide education on parenting issues related to
foster children. FCS will be working to address these concerns by educating caregivers on their
roles, rights, local policies and parenting issues that may arise while parenting foster children. In
addition, to facilitate improved communication, FCS will be training new Social Workers on how
to best support and communicate with resource families.

Agency Collaboration

Information collected through surveys and key informant focus groups suggested that several
aspects of agency collaboration were working well, however critical areas needed improvement
to ensure clear and consistent communication. An important collaboration that emerged as
needing specific attention was the relationship with court partners, particularly with Court
Appointed Special Advocates (CASAs)

¢ Close teamwork is demanded among all the court partners. In a key informant focus
group of court partners (attorneys, advocates, and social workers) it was agreed that
the collaboration is constant and effective. However, it was noted that documented
protocols are needed regarding communication within and between FCS, CASA, and
attorneys. Therefore case consultation protocols will be developed and implemented
over the next three years.

« An important relationship in supporting children is the collabaration between CASAs
and social workers. CASAs only reported moderate level satisfaction with social
workers. In addition, over half (55%) of CASAs reported they felt a lack of support
fromn social workers. Due to these results both FCS and CASA will work to clarify
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their roles and communication procedures and these will be documented ina
Memorandum of Understanding. in addition, regular meetings will be scheduled for
both management and social workers to ensure consistent communication.

in addition to these court specific refationships, surveys of staff revealed that staff wanted to
access more information on local service providers so they can better coordinate services. This
information will be provided to social workers in a variety of ways, as outlined in the System
Improvement Plan.

Quality Assurance

Overall, the assessment findings in this area pointed to the need for formalized procedures and
protocols. FCS has adopted a quality assurance policy and framework that includes a process
for developing and revising policies, and a number of key policies have been developed or
revised, or are currently in the process of development. An Ontine Practice Guide (OPG) is
being developed for easy access to these policies and procedures as well as additional
resources for staff.

One critical policy found to need revisions was the policy for receiving and addressing
complaints. In the stakeholder surveys, a minority of parents, caregivers, and youth said they
had made a complaint to FCS. However, many of those that made a complaint felt that their
complaints were not resolved. Importantly, almost half (47%) of caregivers did not know how to
make a complaint. A formal process of complaints is viewed as a critical aspect of delivering
services however FCS also recognizes the need for informal processes to receive feedback and
enhance avenues for communication between stakeholders and FCS. This is included in the
System Improvement Plan.

In the assessment, available data on decision making, demographics of the child welfare
population, and participation rates were reviewed intensively. It was found that, in particular, two
topic areas warrant continued and regular examination: decision-making and disproportionality.

e With regard to the use of data in decision-making, the Structured Decision-Making
(SDM) tools are used to assure consistency of decision-making practice. However, it
was noted in the assessment that FCS does not have the ability to analyze SDM
data for system improvement. In order to better utilize this information and monitor
trends in decision making FCS has embarked on a process to obtain regular reports
from the Children’s Research Center.

« The assessment explored disproportionality of African American and Hispanic
children in placement and noted the need for continued examination. Additional
research will be conducted by the Planning and Evaluation staff and practice will be
modified as needed to ensure equitable decision making and practices.

. PEER QUALITY CASE REVIEW (PQCR)

In January 2007, FCS and Probation completed the Peer Quality Case Review (PQCR) as a tri-
county effort with San Benito and Monterey Counties. FCS selected recurrence of maltreatment
as the area of focus, while Probation focused on youth transitioning to adulthood. The PQCR
was sent to the State in May 2007.

The PQCR final report documented several recommendations for further exploration. A number

of these have been implemented, and several are slated to be implemented in the next three
years. Examples of these are described below:

10
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« Inregards to training, FCS will be implementing three of the training
recommendations from the PQCR: substance abuse, assessments, and aftercare
planning. As part of the expansion of the local Drug Dependency Court, social
workers and service providers will be trained on evidence based substance abuse
treatment models. To support the goal of improving children’s health, social workers
will be trained on and will implement an assessment of child development. In
addition, the Community Plan for Child Welfare inciudes a protocol for the
implementation of aftercare plans and once the protocol is finalized, training will be
provided for staff. ‘

¢ The recommendations in the PQCR regarding increasing staff in order to reduce
caseloads and allow more time with families, is a goal of FCS. However, at this time
due to impending budget cuts it unlikely this will be implemented in the near future.

e FCS management has already implemented new communication vehicles between
management and social workers, such as increased all division written notices,
informal brown bag lunches, and an on-line satisfaction survey conducted in the
assessment.

+ The PQCR report noted a need for increased resources for substance abuse
assessments and services and these resources have now been obtained. In the SIP,
the milestones for supporting these services are outlined.

» The report recommended the expioration of the relationship between voluntary
Family Maintenance and recurrence rates. This study will be implemented by the
department’s Planning and Evaluation unit in the next three years.

o The findings also suggested a need for closer collaboration with Probation, which is
now occurring through regular and consistent meetings between FCS social workers
and Probation officers to ensure clear communication and service coordination.

In addition to these qualitative practice changes, a significant result of the PQCR was that it
informed the development of a comprehensive assessment plan. For example, the PQCR
findings pointed toward a need for continued exploration of recurrence which culminated in an
intensive study on recurrence cases. In the County Self-Assessment suggestions for further
exploration in the next PQCR were identified and the county continues to see this case review
as an opportunity to increase our understanding of the local system of services.

11
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